Irresponsible Coauthorship
Robert N. Berk1
At the Conference on Ethics and Policy in Scientific Publications sponsored by the Council of Biology Editors in Washington, DC, October 1988, leaders in the field of scientific publications discussed the problem of irresponsible coauthorship (unearned listing as an author). After 3 days of analysis, the basic question went unanswered; that is, "Why is an investigator who is otherwise impeccably trustworthy, someone who would never even remotely consider falsifying research data, willing to participate in deceit by allowing his name to be used as a coauthor, when he made no genuine contribution to the paper?". A coauthor is any author of a publication other than the one listed first. As every reader of medical journals knows, the number of coauthors listed per paper has burgeoned.
Chew [1 1 calculated that the AJR and Radiology have experienced an exponential increase in the number of authorships with only a linear increase in the number of papers published since 1 950. Some of the increase in the number of authors per article is warranted in view of the greater complexity of the average report now compared with 1 950 and because of the greater opportunity today to collect material from a number of sources.
However, assignment of coauthorship has obviously been abused; coauthorship no longer guarantees that the listed person truly has made a substantive contnbution to the manuscript.
Harmful Effects of Irresponsible Coauthorship
At In other circumstances, by assigning coauthorship irresponsibly, the first author gives the coauthor the legal right to steal his work. Coauthors are free to use the work in any way they seefit and to claim it as their own without recognition of the first author. The first author may have no defense when he sees that his work has been republished by a gratuitous coauthor without credit to the person who truly did the work. 
Definition of Responsible Coauthorship

Role of Editors in Preventing Irresponsible Coauthorship
Huth believes that editors may decide either to do nothing and let others assume responsibility for the problem or to act as lawgivers and gatekeepers. The first choice is for those who believe it is more important for editors to be an author's colleague than his policeman, assuming he cannot be both at the same time. In this case (the present situation with most journals), the editor simply trusts authors to act ethically, just as the editor trusts that data presented by the authors have been collected and analyzed honestly. Editors can attack the problem by serving as lawgivers; that is, they can provide guidelines to define ethical coauthorship and require coauthors to certify that they truly qualify. The AJR requires that all authors sign a form guaranteeing that they "have made substantive and specific intellectual contributions to the article and assume public responsibility for its content."
(AJR Guidelines for Authors, published monthly in the Journal.) Even so, the editor still must act on trust, having no way of knowing if the coauthors' signatures are forged or if they reflect the true situation.
Editors can act as gatekeepers and limit the number of coauthors allowed per paper. This would prevent such absurdities as having 1 0 coauthors of a single case report. The problem could be solved also by listing the specific contribution of each coauthor next to his name on the title page. Relman recommends categories such as uwith the assistance or or "in collaboration with." Constance Conrad of Emory University suggests that credits be given as they are in motion pictures and television programs.
The idea is to list specific contributions;
for example, coauthors could be identified as fund raiser, study design adviser, or manuscript
editor. Another solution would be to use print size in proportion to the contribution.
The first author's name would appear in the largest type.
Role of the Universities in Preventing Unethical Coauthorship
The best solution to the problem would be to devaluate the currency;
that 
